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ABSTRACT 
 

The significance of a fire department’s annual report in constructing a public and 

corporate image has been studied. The problem of the link between an annual report and 

its use in developing and maintaining public relations is discussed and applied to a recent 

annual report of the Peoria, Illinois Fire Department. The purpose of the study was to 

establish and emphasize the importance of public documents of a fire department and 

their support of public relation policies. The research method used in this study is the 

descriptive method that describes the theories that informed production of a recent annual 

report. The research questions asked: 1) What are the potential uses for published 

documents, such as annual reports, as they construct the public and corporate image of a 

fire department? 2) What is the nature of an image? And 3) What is the ideology 

supported by the most recent annual report that privileges the role of firefighters as 

members of neighborhoods instead of merely city workers assigned to a nearby station to 

provide emergency services? The procedures of the study involved applying theories of 

image use and theories of document design to the production of an annual report 

distributed to citizens and city officials. This procedure included a recognition of the link 

between documents intended for public use and their influencing of a fire department’s 

public image. The procedures resulted in the annual report, of which a copy is enclosed 

with this report. The result intended to support other direct public involvement of 

firefighters in city neighborhoods and record this involvement in a way that further 

influences a public and corporate image. Recommendations are also provided to help 

other fire administrators apply this research in their own department. Links between 

department policy and public documents are emphasized. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 For decades the Peoria Fire Department has published annual reports that listed 

statistics and described highlights of the calendar year. Each report contained statistics in 

the expected categories such as number of alarms, number of fires, and addresses of extra 

alarm fires, to name a few. As the department grew in size and complexity, the size of the 

annual report also grew to include the activities of the bureaus such as suppression, 

prevention, inspections, and administration. By the end of the 1980s, the department’s 

annual reports were between 30 and 40 pages long and contained much data. The report 

represented an objective, quantifiable report of the year’s activities that fulfilled the fire 

administration’s wish to provide data to officials in the local city government as well as 

to the public. The annual reports were produced in-house, therefore displaying the state 

of technology then with each produced on a typewriter and then mimeographed. As the 

1980s ended, reports displayed the emerging computer technology, with pages now 

printed on dot-matrix printers and photo copied. The annual reports were almost 

exclusively text and columns of statistics, lacking any photographs or visual 

embellishments that would suggest that the fire administration would attempt any 

creativity or influence of its public image. The fire administration, as did many 

businesses and corporations, viewed annual reports as a display of the facts as if the facts 

were somehow self interpreting. The fire administration assumed that readers would 

easily view the fire department and its activities the way the administration wanted them 

to because the reports were based on facts and therefore a medium of honesty and truth. 

Annual reports were meant to document and not to persuade, as if the readers would not 

be moved or influenced by them. The reports were issued more as an obligation to record 
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and document than as an opportunity to build and maintain a public and administrative 

image. 

 This report shall describe the fire administration’s change in thinking that took its 

annual report from a dull document of record to a commercially produced document 

designed to influence and persuade the public and members of local city government. I 

shall describe the process that led to this change in thinking and how computer software 

and hardware helped influence this change. Moreover, I shall analyze the administrative 

philosophy that helped effect this change, a philosophy that seeks to position the 

department within the local city community and place the firefighters as visible and 

contributing members not only during emergencies. I shall position a recent annual report 

as a symbol of the new attitude of the fire administration toward shaping the image of the 

fire department in the community, a symbol that represents the many activities the 

firefighters now perform as members of neighborhoods served by their fire stations. 

 As the 1980s ended, the department’s annual report also symbolized the 

relationship between the fire department and the local community. The department relied 

on its perceived necessity as a service provider to justify its existence. Firefighters were 

involved in public safety concerns, but only generally, not specifically in their 

neighborhood areas of influence. The annual report also reflected this attitude, presenting 

statistics apart from an awareness that readers would understand and relate this data to the 

immediate concerns of their neighborhoods. The annual reports gave facts and statistics; 

the fire administration advocated emergency services as a collective end in itself for “the 

city,” not necessarily the neighborhoods. This created a problem of a department that 

lacked specific involvement in neighborhood communities. Moreover, the department did 
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not specifically connect its services to neighborhoods via its public information avenues. 

This study will show how an annual report can be part of a larger effort to influence the 

readers and shape the image of a fire department. As applied to the Peoria Fire 

Department, the annual report both reported new and enhanced firefighter activities in 

neighborhoods and helped convey this new attitude to policy makers in city government, 

to members of neighborhood groups, and to the general public. The annual report has 

increased the visibility of the fire department and became an icon along with the red fire 

engines, turnout gear, and SCBA that define the department. This study shall analyze the 

uses and importance of an annual report in supporting the construction and maintenance 

of this very public icon, one that the fire administration should privilege as much as we 

do our other ones. 

 I chose the descriptive research method because the significant effect of this 

report has already occurred; that is, the City of Peoria fire administration now sees the 

correlation of public and corporate image to its annual report. This correlation was not 

necessarily planned, but converged as computer technology advanced and fire 

administrators identified and supported direct involvement in neighborhoods. A 

description of this convergence may inform other fire administrators how publications 

can support administrative policy and activities to the point where the publications can 

set the tone and direction of policy and serve as part of its visible representation both 

within and outside of the department. This convergence may not have been readily 

apparent to administrators were it not through the screen of rhetoric as identified as an 

administrative characteristic. That is, when we view administrations as influencing 

others, we often think of direct influences through written rules and standard operating 
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guidelines. However, administrations also construct influences in less direct ways. When 

we expand our view of influence to areas beyond direct ways we see the other ways that 

may in some cases speak louder than our direct ones. 

 The research questions addressed in this study are: 1) What are the potential uses 

for published documents such as annual reports, fire safety pamphlets, and on-line sites 

as they construct the public and corporate image of a fire department? Although this 

study focuses on the hard copy document of an annual report, I believe similar concerns 

apply to a web site managed by a fire department. I am interested in the shift in use of an 

annual report, moving from a document intended to inform to a document intended to 

persuade and therefore construct a public image of a local fire department. 

 2) What is the nature of an image? After focusing on the annual report as a tool in 

image production, I want to explore the nature of image, specifically image as interpreted 

by the postmodern theorist Jean Baudrillard as he posits a range of four discrete purposes 

of image. We should not assume that an image intends to represent reality; often it may 

distort reality, hide the absence of a reality, or finally, have no reference to any reality but 

is its own simulacra, a copy upon copy for which no original exists. I should like to 

examine the possibilities of the image as constructed by an annual report whose goal is 

now more than the mere reporting of data. 

 3) Finally, what is the ideology supported by the most recent annual report?  What 

thought is behind the annual report that privileges the role of firefighters as members of 

neighborhoods instead of workers assigned to a station to provide emergency services? In 

nearly all cases, the people, equipment, and facilities have remained the same, but now 

especially the people are viewed differently. This difference challenges our uses of 
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language, suggesting that the relationship between a word and its referent is never static 

or objective and is always subject to human uses that may often involve self-interest. 

 
BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE 

 
 Until the annual report of 1997, annual reports described only the activities of the 

fire department as they related internally. Reports described a department as if it were 

removed from its contexts that ranged from individual citizens, neighborhoods and larger 

municipal areas such as “The West Bluff” or “Southtown.” From descriptions in the 

reports, the department was isolated from the public and its actions and services 

disconnected from its primary reason for existence: the public. Reports were centered on 

the department and limited its descriptions of activities to their effects on the department. 

For example, fire suppression activities were described as events occurring only in the 

fire department. These incidents were described in terms of alarm status, number of 

personnel, and amount of damages. In other areas, administrative news focused on 

policies and events as they affected only internal operations. Statistics appeared without 

any explanation of what they represented or what they could mean to citizens and 

neighborhoods concerning their fire protection. Perhaps the most significant sign of this 

detachment from community was the near absence of pictures of human beings in the 

reports. As reports grew in length and printing budgets increased for the annual report, 

photographs began appearing in the mid 1990s. However, those photographs emphasized 

fire and damage, as if they were ends in themselves. The human effects and consequences 

were ignored.  These annual reports represented an administration focused on itself, as an 

administration concerned with being an administration and perpetuating its need for 
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existence through statistics and facts which supported the concept of “organizational 

entity” required to manage objects and tangibles such as fire apparatus, fire stations, 

personnel, and abstract policies. Moreover, in addition to the scarcity of human beings 

seen in these annual reports, very few other than a few top chiefs were mentioned by 

proper name. The human being was absent, and with this absence the department could 

not identify itself to any degree to any neighborhood. 

 Our department conducted many fire safety presentations to many school and 

public groups, an activity that continues to this day. However, these presentations were 

often separate from an identification to a neighborhood or residential area. The topics 

were always fire or life safety, but the firefighters were not identified as belonging to a 

specific neighborhood. This also applied to the individual citizens attending these 

presentations. They were part of the school or civic group, but not a neighborhood.  

By the mid 1990s the fire administration perceived this disconnection of 

firefighter from neighborhood as a problem that could affect the role and public image of 

the fire department, especially as City policy makers began to emphasize neighborhood 

identification and improvement throughout the City. The Peoria Fire Administration took 

this change in policy focus as a sign of future political emphasis and then adjusted 

department activities to link them to neighborhoods. The focus on neighborhoods did not 

originate with the fire administration, yet it recognized the support it could receive from 

council members and City administrators if the fire department emphasized its presence 

in the many neighborhoods. 

 The new emphasis on neighborhoods also was appearing in different 

policies in the police department, which has for many years organized Neighborhood 
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Watch groups and had recently begun the concept of Community-based policing. In their 

focus on neighborhoods, the police administration was ahead of the fire administration 

and was therefore more visible to city council members and policy makers who favored 

departments explicitly involved in neighborhoods. 

 Although the fire administration may have been behind the police 

department in visible and direct involvement in neighborhoods, the fire chief knew that 

the fire department had some inherent advantages in its fire station locations and work 

hours that he could promote. He would link each fire station to the neighborhood in 

which it was located and also link the firefighters in that station as neighbors, not just 

City workers on assignment. 

The fire stations provide a physical and visible presence in neighborhoods. They 

are often located in easily accessible parts of the City and are close to major streets. This 

displays the stations to many citizens as they drive by. With this visual strength, the chief 

planned to expand this image to include the visible and real presence of firefighters in 

those neighborhoods in close proximity to the station and to other neighborhoods within 

the territories of each station. The chief urged each firefighter to become involved in the 

concerns of neighborhoods, involvement that included clean-up projects, light carpentry 

work for park improvements, and membership in the many neighborhood associations in 

Peoria. To promote this policy, the chief and members of the fire administration, as well 

as the president of the firefighters union, all visited each fire station on all three shifts to 

announce the official involvement of the fire department into neighborhood concerns. 

The chief called this involvement, “Neighbors Helping Neighbors” and it succinctly 

described the intention of this new way to think of firefighters. To be sure, the firefighters 
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were the same, firefighters who were often already much involved in community 

activities, but not necessarily linked to a specific neighborhood. 

 The fire department was attempting to change its image from that of an 

organization that was often abstracted away from individual human faces to a 

compilation of many faces with names who wanted to be included as neighbors, not just 

firefighters at stations. The firefighter neighbors were to be involved in routine 

neighborhood concerns such as beautification, improvements and quality of life, not 

involved only for emergencies. 

 The fire administration set the direction for this change of policy that 

would change the image. Note that the image became the goal and its construction relied 

upon the singular activity of “being there,” whether it was at neighborhood meetings, 

civic events, or neighborhood cleaning days. The fire department was gaining faces to 

complement the long-time image of a fire engine and fire helmet. 

 As this image of the department changed, the fire chief believed that this 

change should factor prominently in the publications of the fire department. The annual 

report is perhaps the most significant document produced by the fire department that 

affects its image in the minds of council members and citizens. The chief decided to use 

the annual report to emphasize the new image through two ways: 1) focus on the 

firefighters, the human aspect of its service and not the fire department as an abstract 

organization; and 2) design the annual report so that its appearance and content differs 

significantly from conventional bulky annual reports that privilege statistics. He 

accomplished the first tactic by filling the report with photographs of firefighters at work 

among citizens, whether those surroundings were emergencies or neighborhood events. 
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He accomplished the second tactic by keeping the size of the annual report small, usually 

from six to ten pages commercially designed and printed. The chief knew that the annual 

reports of the other City departments were bulky and contained many statistics and 

narratives of no interest to any one outside of those departments, yet were distributed 

primarily to outsiders. The chief analyzed this outside audience and sought to include 

only items of general interest. Moreover, he wanted the document attractive and enticing 

to the reader and size, or heft, was an important factor that determines whether or not a 

reader will open a document. The chief assumed that busy council members and other 

City administrators would more likely open a short, visually appealing document instead 

of a long document approaching 100 pages, especially if much of that document was 

statistics and accompanying narrative. 

 In planning the annual report, the chief knew the size and detail of the 

annual reports of other City departments such as police, finance, public works, and 

others. He also knew that most of the content of these reports went unread because they 

contained too much detail for the intended audience. Among these other bulky annual 

reports, the chief knew that a brief but professionally produced document would make the 

annual report of the fire department stand out, in a positive way. His prediction proved 

correct, as the chief received many favorable comments from other department heads as 

he submitted the fire department annual report at a City staff meeting. The striking 

difference of the annual report became a symbol to the other department heads of the 

activities and ethos of the fire department, an ethos that suggested that the department 

was attune to the perceptions of people and that it produced a public document that 

reflected this policy. The annual report influenced the image of the fire department in the 
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minds of the city staffers in part through a document, an event that perhaps represents a 

salient acquaintance with the fire department that collects and summarizes other 

impressions they may see in other administrative encounters with the fire department. 

This influence of the annual report ties in to the Executive Leadership course because it 

shows how a department can support its role in the community through influencing the 

public perception of the fire department. Many council members see firefighters in 

neighborhood meetings or at public safety events in their districts and form general 

impressions of the department through these individual encounters. These all are further 

complemented and advanced by their ascertainment in a professionally produced 

document that reinforces the idea and image of firefighter presence and involvement in 

neighborhoods. 

 My interest in examining the relationship of annual report to influencing 

public image lies in the deliberate construction of a public image, an abstraction perhaps 

more often thought of as public relations, but nonetheless reliant upon an image. To be 

sure, the image of the fire department does not depend primarily upon the appearance and 

content of the annual report; rather, my interest focuses on the image and how the annual 

report factors in supporting and influencing that image. My use of the phrase “public 

image” covers more than an abstraction of citizens, but includes images formed by City 

policy makers such as council members and city administrators. This study has forced me 

to consider the multiple images the fire department may present, images contingent upon 

the audience and context. In other words, the fire department may appear one way to a 

citizen, another way to a council member, and still another way to our own employees, 

the firefighters. This study of images identifies the existence and importance of these 
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multiple images and reveals their transient nature and susceptibility to change, for better 

or worse. Once we know the nature of the image and how it is constructed, we may 

assess its usefulness as it works among our various groups of people with whom we exist, 

groups that can often affect and influence the existence and evolution of the fire 

department. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 My understanding of image as it relates to its use in the Peoria Fire Department 

has been informed by the work of Jean Baudrillard (1983) as he discusses the nature of 

the image in his article, “Precession of Simulacra.” Baudrillard  proposes four categories 

of an image, into which a referent may be placed; however, the placement of the image 

hinges on arbitrary decisions of groups of users of those images. Moreover, membership 

in any category does not necessarily remain static. Baudrillard posits the following four 

categories: 

First level, where the image assumes a one-to-one relationship with its referent. 

The first level is the most common level and the one into which we rely on for many 

routine daily activities. For example, we believe a mirror produces a reasonable image of 

its referent, the human being looking into it. Likewise, we assume a road map provides us 

with a scale version of highways and landmarks as we travel. Other common first-level 

images include photographs, video, and most commonly, the relationship we place 

between a word and its referent. We rely on this first level of image to help us order and 

make sense of reality. 
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In the second level of image, the image is intentionally distorted by its handler, 

which may or may not also be the referent. In the second level lies the popular use of 

camouflage to hide or distort the referent. The difference between the first and second 

level occurs when the one-to-one correspondence weakens, reality has become distorted. 

However, this distortion may not always be apparent to the viewer; and may also not be 

apparent to the handler or referent. In the case of the annual report, the handler, in our 

case, the fire chief, hopes the annual report represents a close one-to-one correspondence 

to the events as they actually happened.  He further hopes that the image presented by the 

commercial quality document transfers closely to its referent, the abstract image of the 

fire department.  An item often overlooked by readers of the public is that the annual 

report cannot offer a complete picture of the department, much as a mirror cannot reflect 

an entire image of the human being before it. The mirror shows us only one side, one 

view. This realization of a partial view means that other views or images may be 

suppressed or unintentionally ignored. Moreover, it means that the constructor or handler 

of the image, in this case, the chief, can choose to emphasize, diminish, or delete images, 

based on his ideal image of the fire department. This factor of choice argues that an 

image is inherently man-made and heavily subjective, that a presumed objectivity cannot 

exist. That an image is often constructed and involves choice suggests that most images 

then are indeed at the second level, where distortion of some kind will reside inherently 

in any image. We can never have a complete one-to-one correspondence, which leads us 

always to question the image we see and its relation to its referent. 

 Baudrillard’s third level of image removes the referent even further from 

the image. At this level the image exists to mask the absence of the referent. Images here 
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assume a referent, yet the referent does not exist. In this category we may place 

contemporary images such as Santa Claus and other whimsical fantasies at one level, on 

to others areas where some theorist would include religions and their often extensive 

system of iconography that is rich in images, all to mask the reality that the referent, in 

this case, a deity, does not exist. If the second level of images involved distortions that 

may be unintentional, images at the third level overtly intend to deceive. Images at the 

third level may appear in an image of a fire department when image handlers intend to 

show productivity, industry, and cooperation where there is none. 

 At the fourth level of image, Baudrillard completes his classification 

system by describing images that have no referent at all. He describes them as “copies 

upon copies for which no original exists.” In effect, the image possesses no referent but 

itself, the image is its own referent, what he describes as a product that can only occur in 

postmodernity.  This suggests the image does not describe reality, but a condition he calls 

hyper real, a confused, de-centered clutter of images where viewers cannot link an image 

to any meaningful reality. The fourth-level image, writes Baudrillard, became necessary 

through the current cultural phenomena of postmodernity, a way of thinking and living 

that denies an absolute or center of things; hence, no image can center on a fixed referent. 

Postmodernity attempts to break static one-to-one correspondences and seeks to 

destabilize relationships between image and referent so that any relationship cannot stay 

fixed or primary for long. 

 This review of Baudrillard’s work with the nature of images helps inform 

my assessment of the image or images fire administrators attempt to construct when 

seeking to strengthen or change the public image of the fire department. His fourth-level 
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category of images may not be useful in an administrator’s process of constructing or 

influencing an image because I think most fire departments seek to keep their images 

stable and not susceptible to frequent change. However, the first three levels of his 

system may factor into considerations of any public image. Fire administrators, as 

constructors of images, may intend their images to exist at the first level, at the level of 

one-to-one correspondence, but Baudrillard’s discussion of the other two levels makes 

this link nearly impossible. Administrators should then realize that they will be working 

among the other two levels, an existence that may ironically fulfill the definition of these 

two categories as image-makers seek to push their images into the first level. 

 We now will move from the level of theory on the image to applying it to 

the particular circumstance of the annual report. In this application, I shall approach its 

relevance to the annual report at two levels: 1) the visual aspects of the document, and 2) 

the textual aspects. Both areas work toward constructing an image, each with its own way 

of persuasion.  

For the visual aspects, I shall begin with the visual theories of a document set by 

Charles Kostelnick in Designing Visual Language (1998). Kostlenick proposes a 

taxonomy for a visual vocabulary that allows designers of documents to recognize and 

classify visual features. Like Baudrillard, Kostlenick proposes four categories in which 

decisions of visual persuasion may occur: 1) intra, 2) inter, 3) extra, and 4) supra.  The 

intra level covers features such as typography, kerning, and punctuation marks, what 

Kostelnick calls “the building blocks, the atoms, and particles, for the visible text” 

(87).The inter level describes headings, paragraphs and graphic features such as bullets 

and linework. Items at this level, Kostelnick writes, “help readers comprehend the   
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text—line to line, paragraph to paragraph, column to column—within a given field” (88). 

The third level, extra-level design, is external to the text and includes features such as 

legends for figures, picture sizes and perspective, and color. They often may exist 

autonomously with their own visual convention yet have meaning only within the context 

of the document and are thus dependent on it. The final level describes the supra-textual 

design of a document and this level, I think, offers the most influence in our construction 

of a public and corporate image of the fire department. Kostelnick writes that, “The 

supra-level includes top-down design elements that visually define, structure, and unify 

the entire document, whether print or electronic. Because supra-level design is so obvious 

and pervasive, it often influences design decisions on the other three levels” (95). I found 

Kostelnick’s discussion of the supra-textual level useful because his emphasis on the 

visual reception of the whole document emphasizes the document more as an image in 

itself instead of words and text that must rely on the language processing ability of the 

reader to create images in his mind. Kostelnick’s emphasis of the supra-textual level 

acknowledges the first impression of a document the instant a reader encounters it, and 

urges writers and document designers to privilege this factor because it informs the 

subsequent impressions of the reader. Circumspect writers, therefore, should insure that 

the supra-textual features cohere with features at the other levels and so that the whole 

document appears unified, a unification that improves the reception and readability of the 

document. 

Kostelnick’s idea of a document as its own image then may inform a public image 

strategy for fire administrators as they insure that the image of the document stays 

consistent with their desired public image. Even though the document may have an 
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autonomous image, that autonomy may function as the representative image of the fire 

department, as sort of official and sanctioned image not quite unlike a department patch 

sewn onto a uniform. A uniform patch may carry more status among department 

personnel and less with the public, making it less of a public image and therefore less 

likely to shape a public image of the department. The annual report, however, brings the 

factor of formality that delivers a department image to contexts not accessible by a patch 

or the presence of individual firefighters and apparatus. 

The supra-textual level acknowledges the importance of image as it suggests that 

neutral or disinterested readers may not open a document unless it looks inviting and 

piques an interest. It acknowledges that facts or data cannot exist on their own but must 

be mediated by extra- and supra-level features in a document that appeal to human senses 

and preferences other than logic and reasoning. These features use aesthetic qualities 

such as appearance, touch, and creativity, all to argue the pervasive necessity of human 

influence in relaying and interpreting facts. 

At this level and at the extra-textual level of a document, the work of Patrick 

Moore and Chad Fitz has framed ways of designing a document using principles of 

Gestalt psychology theory.  This theory predicts the way human beings will process 

visual data in visual fields such as a computer screen and a page. In “Gestalt theory and 

instructional design,” (1993) they offer six categories designers of text may use to assess 

their placement of visuals and layout to accommodate the expectations of readers. The 

categories are: 1) closure (items boxed by lines or white space appear related); 2) 

proximity, (items close together appear related); 3) similarity, (items that look similar 

will appear related); 4) symmetry; (items in balance will appear complete); 5) line 
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continuation, (readers often follow lines beyond their ending points); and 6) figure-

ground segregation, (figures should be distinct from their backgrounds). The work of 

Moore and Fitz becomes useful in arranging documents so that items such as graphs, 

photos, margins, embellishments all consider reader expectations; in other words, they 

should subtly make it easy for readers to navigate through the text. The Gestalt principles 

apply to the visual features of a document and offer guides for document designers for 

placement and use of visual elements, even to the extent of choosing visual content so 

that it coheres with imagery prompted by the text. 

In considering the text, the work of James Souther has perhaps endured more than 

any other in offering guidelines for writers of reports, including annual reports. In a 

landmark study in 1962, Souther studied the reading habits and expectations of managers 

and other readers of reports at Westinghouse to determine what elements of a report are 

most useful. The results of his study apply to many genres of reports: technical, business, 

and annual, wherever documents are produced where readers make decisions on the 

presentation of facts and data.  Souther found that despite the work of many writers, many 

reports are unread because they fail to engage the reader with useful information. These 

unread reports may indeed contain facts, but they are not presented or interpreted in ways 

for busy readers who are looking for direction in making decisions. Souther also found 

that if readers begin reading reports, they might only skim the reports, stopping to read 

short sections. The most important item in a report is the conclusion and 

recommendation, which Souther found often occurred at the end of the report, which 

often made it difficult for readers to find. To correct this, Souther recommended that 

these sections appear at the front of reports. 
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Moreover, Souther found that readers do not primarily want facts, but the 

judgements of the writers of how the facts or data may be useful to the topic. Souther 

discovered that more than facts, managers want judgement so they as managers may 

make decisions. Applied to an annual report, the readers may not necessarily read the 

document for help in making decisions, but readers will form images based on the way 

facts, data, and highlights are presented. By assembling an annual report, a fire 

department must provide cues and guides for interpretation so that readers may see the 

elements of the text as useful in forming images and satisfying their curiosity of the 

activities of the fire department. 

The annual report of the Peoria Fire Department, with its new emphasis on the 

reader rather than objectivity, follows an emerging theory explained in the late 1970s by 

Carolyn Miller in “A humanistic rationale for technical writing” (1979). This humanistic 

rationale has become part of the postmodern ethos in these last days of the 20th century 

that seeks to de-center established paradigms of modernism such as objectivity, science, 

and fact. Where meaning existed externally and we as human beings had to work through 

reason and logic to reach the truth, the humanistic rationale maintains that the truth is 

constructed through language in a relationship between the writer and reader. She writes,  

This new epistemology makes human knowledge thoroughly relative and 

science fundamentally rhetorical . . . whatever we know of reality is 

created by individual action and by communal assent. Reality cannot be 

separated from our knowledge of it; knowledge cannot be separated from 

the knower; the knower cannot be separated from a community. Facts do 

not exist independently, waiting to be found and collected and 
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systematized; facts are human constructions that presuppose theories. We 

bring to the world a set of innate and learned concepts which help us 

select, organize, and understand what we encounter (p. 615).  

Applied to an annual report, this theory privileges the needs of the reader and places 

responsibility for creating understanding on the writer.  The writer must seek approval 

from the reader, an approval that relies on the ability of the writer to express his message 

visually and textually in ways the reader can understand. Perhaps the most salient part of 

the theory explained by Miller occurs in the decline of objectivity and the rise in 

subjectivity. Miller’s explanation also blends with the theory of image presented by 

Baudrillard because both authors deny a static referent to which we apply words and 

images. The relationship between words and images and their referent is always 

negotiable between participants in communication, a dynamic that allows for change in 

language and meaning. 

The relationship between writer and reader has been developed by H. P. Grice in 

his work with the elements of conversation, elements that also apply to texts. In Studies 

in the ways of words (1989) Grice proposed a principle of cooperation that must initiate 

and maintain any conversation, a conversation that implies at least two human beings. In 

his Cooperative Principle, any conversation must have four essential elements: 1) 

quantity, 2) quality, 3) relation, and 4) manner. Briefly, quantity means that conversations 

or texts should contain neither too little nor too much information. His quality 

requirement means that the participants are expected to speak or write the truth. In 

manner, the conversation must be unambiguous and coherent. Finally, in relation, the 

parts and elements of the discourse must be related or cohesive. In planning our annual 
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report, all four elements were addressed as follows: 1) Quantity was neglected in 

previous reports that were too long and contained information of no interest or use to 

citizens and city administrators. 2) Quality covers the ethical realm, providing abstract 

understandings of truth for application in particular matters such as statistics, 

photographs, tables, and graphs so that they may not mislead readers nor twist facts. 3) 

The element of manner guides design and layout considerations at the visual level to 

address the many levels of text suggested by Kostelnick, (intra, inter, extra, and supra) so 

that each level appears as a coherent and cohesive whole. 4) The last element, relation, is 

perhaps the most useful element in our construction of image because it prescribes that 

our report must be relevant to the lives, interests, and needs of the readers. We have all 

been in conversations where the other speaker wanders from our interest, a deviation that 

if allowed to continue causes us apprehension and a desire to end the discourse 

relationship. This also applies in texts, except that with texts the readers usually have 

much more freedom to decide if they want to participate at all. Grice assumes the 

necessity of a writer reader relationship that must be maintained. This relationship also 

occurs in print, where the job of the writer becomes more difficult because the 

relationship is often mediated by distance in time and space, as well as by the visual cues 

of the document. In a sense, the conversation manifests itself in the physical properties of 

the document that pulls the conversation from a level of abstraction to a referent that can 

be seen and felt. 

 The work of Grice has encouraged other researchers to apply his Cooperation 

Principle to related fields. A study by Kathyrn Riley and Frank Parker (1998) matched all 

four of Grice’s conversational elements to visual features of a text. They argue that the 
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similarity of visual features to textual features suggests that both domains are informed 

by the same principles of human cognition. To make their analogy, Riley and Parker rely 

on the Gestalt principles as presented by Moore and Fitz (discussed earlier) and make the 

following connections: 1) line continuation of Gestalt parallels the relation element of 

Grice because both assume relation and continuity; 2) the figure-ground segregation of 

Gestalt parallels the manner element of Grice because both assume perspicuity ; 3) 

closure of Gestalt parallels the quantity element of Grice because both assume a sense of 

completeness; and 4) similarity of Gestalt parallels the quality element of  Grice because 

both assume a distinction among contexts between truth and falsehood. 

This research so far has focused on metatextual and visual features of a text that 

support the creation of an image through relationship. Now I will address the matters of 

the text itself—the words, sentences, and paragraphs—because they also must 

complement visual elements in participating in the writer-reader relationship. 

Recent work in linguistics has introduced the concept of metadiscourse in texts, a 

concept that includes the necessity of human mediation in all communication. Briefly, the 

term “metadiscourse” blends the prefix “meta-” meaning “above, or at a higher level” and 

“discourse” or communication. Originating in linguistics and quickly adopted by the 

fields of composition and rhetoric, metadiscourse is considered “writing about writing” or 

“discourse about discourse” (Williams 1997).  Metadiscourse is the writing that authors 

use to help readers navigate a text. All human beings use metadiscourse, but like most 

linguistics concepts, users do not know that the speech act has a name. Theorists of 

metadiscourse write that discourse has two levels: 1) the propositional content, 

considered the facts or substance of the text; and 2) the metadiscourse, the other words, 
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grammar, and syntax that structures the message to makes it understandable to the 

listener or reader (Vande Kopple 1983). The significance of metadiscourse for this study 

on annual reports occurs in the theory that no text conveys bare facts, as if facts or 

propositional content alone suffices for communication (Mao 1993). All communication, 

whether textual, visual, or auditory must inherently pass through human screens that 

influence the message. These human screens exist on the writer and reader, sender and 

receiver, or speaker and listener. No participant handles unmediated propositional 

content.  

These theories in visual and textual discourse inform the purpose and strategy of 

writers as they plan, write, and publish documents, including annual reports. This review 

of the literature helps describe the rhetorical system in which any communicator exists, a 

system that has evolved from its early stages 20 years ago. This system acknowledges 

that pure fact and objectivity is inaccessible and that the best writers can do is to 

intelligently create meaning so that it becomes useful to readers. This makes all writing, 

in a sense, creative, as writers use content and rhetorical devices to construct meaning 

and understanding in the minds of readers. 

 

PROCEDURES 
 

The first step toward implementing revisions in a change in the public image of a 

fire department is setting a goal for the public image and deciding on what referent this 

image is to be based.  Fire departments may find it easy to construct their image on the 

speed of their response time, the quality of their training, and the appearance of their 

buildings, apparatus, and equipment. These referents are all-important and should not be 
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diminished. Yet I found that for the Peoria Fire Department, these separate factors needed 

to come together so that they are meaningful to the citizens and public officials. To be 

sure, the actions of the fire department perhaps are primary in establishing a relationship 

with the public. However, the decision of the fire administration to highlight relationship 

over all other factors in its annual report became the key to linking its annual report to the 

neighborhood activities in which it was involved. This link constructs a unified public 

image where the department’s most significant publication—the annual report—supports 

and privileges the relationships with citizens built by the firefighters. 

Replication of this link and resulting public image hinges on the determination of 

the fire administration to involve itself with individuals and groups in City 

neighborhoods, an involvement that must go beyond providing emergency services to 

highlighting fire department membership in neighborhoods on the same level as the 

residents. Establishing this relationship takes time and whose discussion is worthy of 

another study similar to this. However, once this relationship is established, the fire 

administration must intelligently record and describe this activity in its annual report, a 

record and description that requires audience analysis of the readers and knowledge of 

the various rhetorical strategies inherent in document production. 

Our fire administration relied on the many photographs taken by our public 

education officer. He had hundreds of photographs of firefighters helping citizens in 

neighborhood clean-up days, attending neighborhood group meetings, and instructing 

groups in fire safety. The key is focusing on firefighters among citizens in all parts of 

neighborhood life. In fact, our most recent annual report (enclosed with this paper) 
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contains very few photographs of fires or fire department related equipment. The focus—

often close ups—is on the interaction and relationships we have with other human beings. 

These good intentions, theories of images, and knowledge of document design 

had to manifest themselves in the annual report. Toward this product, members of the fire 

administration met with representatives from a local publishing company who helped 

frame the scope of the annual report, choose photographs, and decide upon a layout 

theme consistent with the research reviewed earlier. The group worked through many 

drafts, discussing factors such as audience, content, document length, number of 

photographs per page, cost, distribution, as well as many others. The process, from initial 

meetings to publication and distribution, took about six months. 

The group, of which I was a member, decided that the annual report should target 

two primary audiences: City administrators, to include members of the city council, and 

the general public. We also realized through this process that we could not achieve an 

objective “best” document as the final draft, but only achieve a useful document, useful 

in our construction of our image of the fire department and useful for citizens and City 

administrators. In short, this procedure cannot be replicated specifically by other fire 

departments, only generally as the strong factors of the individual preferences of the 

human participants and the local contexts guided the work toward the final document. 

This perhaps is a limitation of this descriptive study, yet this limitation is necessary to 

prevent the strong contextual and individual process from being extracted and imported 

into another context where it may not work as well and need significant modification.  
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RESULTS 

A copy of our annual report, which is enclosed with this report and will be 

discussed later in this section, represents a manifestation of a result of this research. The 

annual report indeed is a result but the fire administration hopes it is not the only result. 

To be sure, we hope the annual report works as a tool among others in influencing and 

shaping the image of the fire department in the minds of citizens and City administrators. 

Toward this result, I now return to my three research questions and describe this tool of 

the annual report as it relates to each question. 

 Question #1) What are the potential uses for published documents such as annual 

reports, fire safety pamphlets, and on-line sites as they construct the public and corporate 

image of a fire department? These documents, but primarily the annual report, were 

found to be arbitrary in their construction of a reality as they frame the context through 

the concept of metadiscourse of the facts or propositional content given to readers. In 

answering the research question, I must focus on the phrase “potential uses” because I 

realize these documents, as human constructions, are primarily rhetorical and subject to 

the designs and goals of the authors. These goals sometimes do not coincide with the 

needs of the readers, which may result in useless documents. Moreover, the potential 

users of documents may sometimes incorrectly assume the presence of an objective truth 

in an annual report simply because we call it a report and is conveying items that we call 

facts. The rhetorical context of the report instead suggests that a fire administration is 

more negotiating the truth-value of the events in a given year in an annual report, hoping 

that the reader will find them believable and useful. 
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Question #2) What is the nature of image? The work of Baudrillard  alerted me of 

the different levels of image and the potential for abuse in each.  Applied to the annual 

report, Baudrillard’s work shows the impossibility of a first-level image because the 

annual report cannot provide a comprehensive and exhaustive account of a year’s 

activity. I learned that the annual report therefore must exist on the second level that 

includes distortions as we choose what content to include and exclude, as well as how 

much detail to devote to any topic. The image at the second level (distortion) may carry a 

negative connotation but it acknowledges the selective processes of all human 

communication and the packaging for delivery made necessary through metadiscourse. 

Question #3) What is the ideology supported by the most recent annual report that 

privileges the role of firefighters as members of neighborhoods instead of workers 

assigned to a station to provide emergency services? This question addresses the reason 

why the annual report looks the way it does and why it contains the content it does. These 

factors do not emerge neutrally or even as a priori propositions but are completely 

dependent upon the will of the author and his view of the context and the image he seeks 

to display. In the case of our most recent annual report, the fire administration recognized 

the popularity and clout that neighborhood involvement has in Peoria and other cities and 

chose to emphasize the department’s strong placement and visibility in the community. 

The department’s appeal to citizens where they live seeks to develop the image of the 

department that citizens and City administrators form through direct and indirect contact 

with the department. This appeal acknowledges the department’s reliance upon these two 

groups because they often can shape the budgets that determine the size, services, and 

working conditions of the firefighters. The ideology of the annual report seeks to 
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privilege the relationship of those most responsible for the providing fire administrators 

with the resources to manage a fire department: the citizens and City administrators. 

A copy of the annual report is enclosed with this report. Although I believe it can 

speak for itself, some production details may be worth noting. The 12- page document 

relied on many photographs taken during the year by the public education officer of the 

department. We also used a few photographs that appeared in the local newspaper. The 

document design and writing occurred in-house, with drafts saved on floppy disks and 

taken to a local commercial printer for photo insertion. Once at the printer, the layout 

received color additions and set-up for the press run. As mentioned earlier, the annual 

report took about six months to complete, from early meetings that brainstormed the 

ideology to the final draft. Early work was sporadic, with the bulk of the work occurring 

in the final two months. The annual report cost just under $5,000 for 500 copies. 

Distribution included all of the city council members, City department heads, and leaders 

of neighborhood groups. 

 Finally, the ultimate result came from the many compliments the report 

generated from members of its intended audience. This feedback was unsolicited but we 

think indicates a strong sign that the report achieved its goal of influencing and shaping 

public image and promoting a positive image of the fire department. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Feedback from members of the intended audience, alluded to above, helps the fire 

administration determine whether or not the document achieved the intended result of 

influencing the public image of the fire department. The fire administration believes that 
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the positive feedback indeed complements the many letters of appreciation and words of 

kindness firefighters received from becoming involved in the City’s neighborhoods. The 

annual report continues this positive environment and shows citizens and City 

administrators that the fire administration privileges the neighborhood involvement to the 

point of making it a strong theme for fire department identity. Along with the typical idea 

of firefighters responding to emergencies, the annual report helps build the image that 

firefighters are involved members of neighborhoods in many aspects and concerns of 

neighborhood life. The fire department thus becomes less of a City service detached from 

the citizens to more of another neighbor who has positive contributions. 

The annual report helps the fire department participate in neighborhood 

relationship through conversation taking the form of the printed word. Recalling the work 

discussed earlier of H.P. Grice, the annual report seeks to initiate conversation with the 

citizens and City administrators, conversations that may result in relationships. The 

important part of the annual report is its focus on the audience—the citizen—and the 

necessity of relationship. From Grice’s Cooperative Principle conveyed through Gestalt 

theory in visuals and metadiscourse in text, the annual report recognizes the rich supply 

of communicative measures available to interact with citizens. The fire administration 

applied these measures in the print medium, but I believe we have learned that these same 

measures apply to other mediums as well: in direct conversation as in safety presentations 

and during neighborhood group meetings, and in an electronic medium such as web 

pages. 

I interpret these results as displaying the necessity of language in constructing 

images and establishing relationships. This realization shows the error in assuming that 
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facts and data are self-interpreting and that they can stand on their own. Moreover, I now 

realize that a fire administration’s job does not end in only presenting facts and data when 

assembling an annual report, but must insure that information is suitable for its intended 

audience. The nature of image, as discussed by Baudrillard, also convinced me of the 

slippery relationship between an image and its referent. The many levels of image 

showed me the responsibility fire administrators have in choosing what data to privilege 

and the considerations they must have in determining whether or not their representations 

are truthful and fair. 

The feedback I have heard from our most recent annual report also can impact the 

work culture of the department as firefighters see the neighborhood relationship 

supported and emphasized by the fire administration. The report shows the firefighters 

that they are the most important link in this relationship with citizens and City 

administrators. The photos and accompanying text highlight the activities of the 

firefighters and encourages them to maintain these relationships because they have 

administrative support. Moreover, the theories used in assembling the annual report may 

also apply to in-house relationships. The administration must also communicate and 

interact with its own personnel as well as with the public. The outside use may also be 

directed within, to help the department deal with administrative and personnel problems 

as they arise. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

We cannot now predict the duration that our neighborhood involvement policy 

will receive top billing in our annual report. However, I hope that the human dimension 
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will always remain present because it inherently factors into everything we do. I have not 

seen any drawbacks to our neighborhood policy, so I predict we will continue promoting 

it to reap the benefits it conveys to the citizens and our department. 

This study has described the annual report as it appeared in hard-copy, yet the 

theories discussed all apply to documents on-line. A further step could include making 

the annual report available on-line as a web site, as a link from our existing home page. 

Web sites are flexible enough that I believe the essence of the report can be preserved  

on-line, even though we cannot always control the quality of the image as it appears on 

the widely varying quality of the monitors of users. Given the ease with which materials 

may appear on-line, I would recommend that other departments consider on-line versions 

to supplement hard-copy versions. The on-line versions are much less expensive to 

produce because of the absence of printing costs, which were the largest part of the hard-

copy versions. 

Finally, I recommend to potential users of this study to consider the theories not 

only as ways to construct and influence a public image, but also as reflective tools to 

examine one’s own fire department to identify factors that construct public images and 

whether or not those factors match the images sought by the fire administration. 

Moreover, this study can help fire administrators realize the necessity of images when 

dealing with city administrators and citizens and that these images may be controlled in 

many ways, one of which is an annual report. Fire administrations may decide to 

emphasize some images while omitting or marginalizing others. The key to controlling 

images is recognizing their potential and understanding the power they have in 

establishing relationships. 
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